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Box 1: Causes of non-attendance (from Reid, 2008)
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School attendance and retention of Indigenous Australian Students
Measures of school 
attendance and retention
This section provides a brief summary of current official 
figures related to school attendance and retention. It 
must be noted that there are deficiencies in the official 
statistics—these are outlined below. 
The difficulties in collecting, collating and comparing 
information on school attendance and retention at a 
national level have been well documented (Boulden 2006; 
Bourke et al. 2000; Gray & Partington 2003). Reasons 
for this difficulty, especially as it relates to attendance 
information, revolve around the different ways in which 
student attendance/absenteeism is recorded in the 
different states and territories and across the different 
education jurisdictions. More detailed information on 
the broader concepts of participation and engagement 
is even harder to locate.
There are sufficient data to indicate a gap between 
non-Indigenous and Indigenous school attendance rates, 
although the data are insufficient to demonstrate if the 
gap has increased or decreased over time. In addition, 
apart from statistics that indicate, on average, the gaps in 
attendance and retention are greater in remote locations, 
the data are insufficient to show if there are pockets 
where gaps are less pronounced or non-existent.
Attendance data
MCEECDYA National Report 
on Schooling in Australia
The National Report on Schooling in Australia is published 
by the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 
Development and Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA). The 
report presents information about the number of 
actual full-time equivalent ‘student days’ attended as 
a percentage of the total number of ‘possible student 
days’ attended. This percentage is the attendance rate 
of enrolled students.
In this report for 2008 (MCEETYA 2008), school 
attendance by Indigenous students was consistently 
lower than non-Indigenous students, with a difference 
of up to 10 percentage points in the proportion of days 
attended in the past year across government schools in 
all states and territories. This gap tended to increase in 
the later years of schooling. However, in the Northern 
Territory (NT) and Western Australia (WA), the 
difference was well over 10 percentage points across all 
years, rising to over 20 percentage points by Year 10. 
This pattern of lower attendance by Indigenous students 
was also present in Catholic schools (See Table 1).
Table 1: School attendance (a) of enrolled students by 
Indigenous status in government and Catholic schools, 
NSW, Qld, WA and the NT, 2008




Indigenous 89 85 78 70
Non-Indigenous 94 93 93 92
Catholic schools
Indigenous 89 87 73 67
Non-Indigenous 94 93 92 91
Year 10
Government schools
Indigenous 81 70 64 69
Non-Indigenous 89 89 87 89
Catholic schools
Indigenous 85 84 76 69
Non-Indigenous 92 91 93 88
(a) The number of actual full-time equivalent ‘student days’ attended as a percentage 
of the total number of ‘possible student days’ attended over the period.
Source: MCEETYA 2008. National Report on Schooling in Australia.
In 2007 and 2008, aggregated student attendance data 
was reported in the National Report on Schooling for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Years 1 to 
10, by school sector, by state/territory. Future similar 
reporting will enable monitoring of attendance over time.
Data issues
The National Report on Schooling in Australia, published 
annually by the MCEECDYA, includes information 
on student attendance for Years 1–10 that is derived 
from data that the state and territory education 
jurisdictions collect.
The data are reported:
•	 by school sector, by state and territory
•	 separately for each of the agreed year levels
•	 for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students
•	 by gender.
The figures on student attendance and participation 
need to be interpreted with care. Although the student 
attendance measure agreed by MCEECDYA is the 
number of actual full-time equivalent student days 
attended as a percentage of the total number of possible 
student days attended in the first semester (as defined by 
each state and territory’s school calendar), it has not yet 
been possible to obtain this consistent measure. 
For example, in the government sector in 2008, most 
jurisdictions measured student attendance over the 
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entire first semester in the school calendar year; the 
remaining jurisdictions measured attendance over the 
term that included the month of May and the Catholic 
and independent school sectors collected data over a 
20-day period, in the month of May. 
The student attendance data collection is in a transitional 
phase until all sectors have the capacity to be able to 
report using the agreed standard. Each jurisdiction and 
sector provides explanatory notes about the method 
used to collect and report on student attendance data.
Table 2 shows 2006 Census data on school attendance 
rates for students aged 15–17 years by remoteness area. 
The Census data on Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
school attendance show a similar result as the data 
from the MCEETYA National report on schooling. 
The gaps between Indigenous and non-Indigenous school 
attendance were over 10% and some more than 20%. 
The Census data also show a general decline in school 
attendance from metropolitan areas (major cities) to 
remote areas. This decline is particularly marked among 
Indigenous persons.
Table 2: Secondary school attendance (a) by remoteness 













15 77 77 76 67 53
16 60 58 60 49 34
17 44 38 37 29 16
Non-Indigenous
15 90 89 89 88 82
16 82 79 77 75 61
17 68 62 58 52 39
(a) Number of persons attending school as a percentage of all persons (excluding 
school attendance not stated).
Source: Derived from Population characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians, Australia, 2006 (ABS 2010).
ABS data
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) measured 
school attendance differently. The ABS used data from 
the 2006 Census of Population and Housing to calculate 
the proportion of school-aged children who are enrolled 
in a school, either full time or part time.
The ABS publishes Schools, Australia. The statistics 
in these annual publications are obtained from the 
National Schools Statistics Collection (NSSC), which 
is the product of a collaborative arrangement between 
Australian education authorities and the ABS, designed 
to bring together consistent and comparable statistics on 
primary and secondary education in Australia.
According to Rossiter and Duncan (2006), the NSSC 
is currently the most authoritative source of data on 
student involvement in education. These authors contend 
that participation rates are important in understanding 
school attendance within the wider context of all 
education and labour market opportunities for young 
Australians. They maintain that the majority of education 
policy issues can be substantially addressed by the 
informed use of participation rates.
Data issues
The ABS provides a number of warnings with respect 
to its schools data collections. The accuracy of 
ABS data collections is influenced by other factors, 
including changes in scope and coverage over time. 
The methodologies employed in compiling the 
government sector aggregates, on which the statistics 
are based, vary between the different state and 
territory Departments of Education. They range from 
accessing central administrative records to direct 
collection of data from establishments.
The ABS warns that comparability of statistics between 
states and territories and between government and non-
government schools in any one state or territory can 
be affected by a number of factors: differences in the 
organisation of grades/year levels (for example, there is 
no Australia-wide standard method of allocating students 
and classes to a certain year of school education); 
policy on student intake and advancement; flows from 
secondary to vocational education; and the recruitment 
and employment of teachers. 
The relatively small populations in some states and 
territories can promote apparently large movements in 
rates and ratios, which may be based on relatively small 
movements in absolute numbers.
Retention data
Another measure of the degree to which students 
engage or participate in the school education system 
is the apparent retention rate. This is a measure of 
student progression through school. Rates are described 
as ‘apparent’ because they estimate the proportion of 
students who continue studying to a certain year at 
school, based on the respective cohort group in a base 
year. For example, for the 2009 apparent retention rate 
for Year 10 to Year 12, the cohort group in the base 
year would be the number of Year 10 students in 2007, 
and the designated year level of education would be the 
number of Year 12 students in 2009.
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Table 3: Apparent rate of retention from Year 7/8 to 
Year 12, Indigenous and non-Indigenous students
1999 2004 2009
Indigenous 35 40 45











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Table 4: South Australian DECS Aboriginal Strategy 2005–2010—Key focus area 2: Participation, retention and attendance
Targets Priority actions Outcomes
Reduce suspensions and exclusions of 
Aboriginal children and students to address 
rates that are currently significantly higher 
than for non-Indigenous students
Establish working party with District 
representatives to inform action and 
accountability at school, district and 
state levels
Develop Aboriginal Suspensions Action Plan
More detailed analysis of current data 
relating to suspension and exclusion of 
Aboriginal students, including input from 
students, communities and sites
Reduce suspensions and exclusions
Increase the participation of Aboriginal 






Work with the Commonwealth Department 
of	Family	and	Community	Services	and	
Aboriginal Resource and Management 
Support Unit (ARMSU) to develop and 
implement a joint state/Commonwealth 
strategy to improve participation and 
retention rates for Aboriginal services
Develop a strategy to assist Aboriginal 
families to become registered family day 
care providers
Increase the number of Aboriginal workers 
in service delivery positions in DECS-
operated or sponsored services
Improved capacity of early years programs 
to deliver effective support for Aboriginal 
children and their families
Increase attendance of Aboriginal children 
in preschool to state average
Increase field support for attendance, 
participation and to assist transition to 
school for children most at risk of early 
disengagement
Improve the capacity of early years’ 
programs to deliver effective support for 
young Aboriginal children and their families
Increase the numbers of Aboriginal 
students in senior secondary programs by 
2010 from 7% to 16% in Year 12 and from 
17% to 21% in Year 11
Involve Aboriginal parent and community 
involvement in the implementation, 
continual development and monitoring of 
strategies for Aboriginal learners in senior 
secondary education
Increase the retention rate of young 
Aboriginal people to Year 12 or its 
equivalent from 36.4% in 2004 to the state 
equivalent of 70% by 2010
Liaise	with	and	provide	support	to	senior	
secondary staff in schools to develop 
pathways	in	conjunction	with	Learning	
Band Coordinators and Aboriginal 
Education Coordinators in Districts
Educational needs of Aboriginal students in 
the senior years are met at the site level
Case management models in place to 
support Aboriginal students
Increase the number of Year 12 Aboriginal 
students completing South Australian 
Certificate of Education (SACE) or the 
equivalent to the state level of 70% by 2010
Provide information sessions for Aboriginal 
families and communities regarding 
subject selection and senior secondary 
course patterns
Further	develop	the	secondary	curriculum	




Exemplify schools where Aboriginal 
learners are participating successfully 
and/or completing secondary education
Students and families have necessary 
information to make informed choices
A strategy for secondary Aboriginal 
students in remote areas
Students in rural and remote communities 
can access distance education via improved 
technology
Opportunities	for	educators	and	community	



































For more information see:	<http://www.daretolead.
edu.au/servlet/Web?s=169694&p=STORY_NIEC_
Maximing_The_Potential_August08>
Table 4 (continued): South Australian DECS Aboriginal Strategy 2005–2010—Key focus area 2: Participation, 
retention and attendance
Targets Priority actions Outcomes
Increase participation of Aboriginal 
secondary students in Structured 
Workplace	Learning	(SWL)	from	42%	
in 2004 to 50% by 2010
Collaboration between Aboriginal 







Aboriginal students in DECS schools
Increase participation of Aboriginal young 
people in school-based apprenticeships 
from 4% in 2004 to 10% by 2006 and to 
40% by 2010
Liaise	with	Business	SA	to	reach	employers
Build networks with Aboriginal service 
providers and employers to provide 
culturally friendly work placements
The	development	of	partnerships	between	
DECS, relevant stakeholders in regional 
and remote communities, and registered 
training organisations.
Community consultation and active 
participation in the development of 
regional workplace initiatives.
Improved career education for Aboriginal 
secondary students, with improved 
resources and increased participation in 
structured work placement and accredited 
VET	in	schools	programs
Improve completion rates of Aboriginal 
students by increasing access to a wide 
range	of	VET	courses	and	learning	plans	
leading to job opportunities
Develop structures to support transition 
from secondary to higher education, 
training or employment
Strengthen integration of Aboriginal 
students	into	DECS	VET	program	by	end	
of 2005
Develop partnerships between AEES 
and relevant stakeholders in regional 
and remote communities and registered 
training organisations



















































































the	authors	of	What works? Explorations in improving 











Table 5: Annual Operational Plan for Milingimbi Community Education Centre 2010







increase secondary retention to Year 12 by 60%
increase attendance % of students in 60–80% bracket
Baseline data: Early Childhood; Upper Primary; Middle Years; Senior Secondary
Strategies To	fully	implement	the	school’s	policy	and	procedures	for	improving	attendance:
•	 support teachers in development of appropriate classroom management plans
•	 Advertise position and employ Senior Cultural Advisor
•	 Assist camps to develop attendance plans to get their children to school
•	 Provide regular visual graphs of camp attendance to attendance officers for 
distribution in their camps










•	 Newsletters, photographs and posters 
•	 Family	meetings	
•	 Attendance team & Cultural Advisor—target good news stories 
•	 Cultural programs are conducted within the school 
•	 BBQs and parent meetings 
•	 Investigate alternative curriculum for students with poor attendance
•	 Involve the School Council in attendance decisions & strategies
•	 Employ attendance officers for each camp area (5) 


























•	 Incentives for 
attendance $10,000




Connected Classrooms Program (CCP)—Attendance continued from 2009





Monitoring Student Attendance Monitoring System (SAMS) attendance 
NAPLAN	attendance	


















































































































































































Box 4: A possible evidence hierarchy for Australian 





















































































































































































Attendance and retention strategies








































































































































































































annual	National Report on Schooling in Australia	does	
not	disaggregate	attendance	data	by	remoteness	area	
and	does	not	list	any	source	of	such	disaggregated	
data	in	the	statistical	annex.	This	is	a	weakness	in	data	
collection	as	the	Council	of	Australian	Governments’	
National	Indigenous	Reform	Agreement	has	identified	
geo-locational	school	attendance	rates	as	one	of	the	
performance	indicators	to	assess	progress	towards	the	
Closing	the	Gap	target	to	halve	the	gap	for	Indigenous	
students	in	Year	12	attainment	or	equivalent	attainment	
rates	by	2020.
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Abbreviations
ABS Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics
ACER Australian	Council	for	Educational	Research
AEES Aboriginal	Education	and	Employment	Services
AFL Australian	Football	League	
AIEF Australian	Indigenous	Education	Foundation
AIHW Australian	Institute	of	Health	and	Welfare	
AO4 Northern	Territory	government	pay	scale	level
BBQs Barbeques
Census Census	of	Population	and	Housing
DECS Department	of	Education	and	Children’s	Services	(South	Australian)
DEST Australian	Government	Department	of	Education,	Science	and	Training	
DET Department	of	Education	and	Training	
DTL Dare	to	Lead
ESL English	as	a	second	language
FaHCSIA Department	of	Families,	Housing,	Community	Services	and	Indigenous	Affairs
FTD: PFS Follow	the	Dream:	Partnerships	for	Success	Program
HEP Higher	Expectations	Program
MCEECDYA Ministerial	Council	for	Education,	Early	Childhood	Development	and	Youth	Affairs
The	Ministerial	Council	for	Education,	Early	Childhood	Development	and	Youth	Affairs	(MCEECDYA)	
was	established	on	1	July	2009	following	agreement	of	the	Council	of	Australian	Governments	
(COAG)	to	a	realignment	of	the	roles	and	responsibilities	of	two	previously	existing	councils—the	
Ministerial	Council	on	Education,	Employment,	Training	and	Youth	Affairs	(MCEETYA)	and	the	
Ministerial	Council	for	Vocational	and	Technical	Education	(MCVTE).
MCEETYA Ministerial	Council	on	Education,	Employment,	Training	and	Youth	Affairs
NAPLAN National	Assessment	Program—Literacy	and	Numeracy
NSSC National	Schools	Statistics	Collection
NSW New	South	Wales
NT Northern	Territory
Qld Queensland
RWSR Remote	Whole	School	Reform
SA South	Australia
SACE South	Australian	Certificate	of	Education
SCRGSP Steering	Committee	for	the	Review	of	Government	Service	Provision
SEAM The	Improving	School	Enrolment	and	Attendance	through	Welfare	Reform	Measure	
SWL Structured	Workplace	and	Learning
Tas Tasmania
TER Tertiary	Entrance	Rank
VET Vocational	Education	and	Training
WA Western	Australia
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Terminology
Indigenous:	The	Closing	the	Gap	Clearinghouse	uses	the	
term	‘Indigenous	Australians’	to	refer	to	Australia’s	first	
people.	This	term	refers	to	‘Aboriginal	Australians’	and	
‘Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples’.
Participation	and	engagement:	There	are	a	number	of	
terms	that	are	relevant	to	this	issues	paper,	including	
attendance	(non-attendance),	absenteeism,	truancy,	
and	retention.	These	terms	are	all	indicators	of	student	
participation	and	engagement	in	schooling.	In	the	
education	literature,	the	concepts	of	‘participation’	
and	‘engagement’	have	multiple	dimensions	that	go	
beyond	the	physical	presence	of	a	student	at	school	(as	
measured,	for	example,	by	enrolments,	attendance	and	
the	completion	of	academic	objectives).	These	terms	may	
also	encompass	participation	in	non-academic	school-
related	activities,	amount	of	time	spent	on	homework,	
rate	of	homework	completion,	and	affective	components,	
such	as	psychological	attachment	or	connectedness,	
motivation	to	learn,	and	self-esteem.	
Initiatives	and	programs:	These	terms	are	used	
interchangeably	depending	on	the	source	use	of	the	term.	
In	general,	both	terms	apply	to	a	planned	sequence	and	
combination	of	activities	designed	to	achieve	specified	
goals,	although	‘program’	implies	a	more	systematic	
approach	than	‘initiative’.
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